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FOREWORD 


Laurie Baker the architect, is now well known in India but he was also an environmentalist, a cartoonist, a teacher, a 
conyersationalist of wit and humour — all rolled into one. His Gandhian outlook and essential humanism pervaded all aspects of 
his life and is reflected in his architecture, 


This book is part of a series to document his architectural style and the 


ntial characteristies of his buildings, In an earlier 
publication titled MASTERPIECE OF A MASTER ARCHITECT: CENTRE FOR DEVELOPMENT STUDIES, published in 
2014, we celebrated the design and construction of one of his most iconic works: an academic campus in Thiruyananthapuram, 
also known as Trivandrum, built during 1971 - 1973. That was followed by the publication titled TRAILS containing a collection 
of selected buildings in three sections: those designed and built by him before the establishment of COSTFORD, during his 
stewardship of COSTFORD, and after his death by his followers in COSTFORD. We are immensely happy to see the reception 
these publications got in India and abroad, 


In this book, we have documented five houses that were designed and constructed by Laurie Baker in the early 1990s. The idea 


here is to share with the readers his architecture and approach while designing homes for families 


his way of handling natural 
light and ventilation, natural scenery, the needs of different members of the family, and his judicious use of space and low 
energy building materials with low carbon footprint. Environmental sustainability, cost-effectiveness, climate-compatibility and 
aesthetics are all woven together imparting a pleasing, sensibility to the idea of ‘home’. 


Itis our hope that these intimate details of Baker homes will inspire the policy makers, architects, builders and above all, the 


people at large lo move towards an environmentally sustainable, cost-effective and aesthetically pleasing habirar. 


| would like to express my sincere appreciation to all family members of the five households who shared their views and 


experiences of living in these Baker homes, 


K.P, Kannan 

Acadlemic Chairman, Laurie Baker Centre for Habitat Studies, and 
Chairman, Centre of Seience and Technology for Rural Development 
Thiruyananthapuram, Kerala, India 


20 November 2019 
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INTRODUCTION 


Laurie Baker is known for his cost-effective architecture, which is site-specific, climate-responsive, energy-efficient and 
user-oriented. His architect-builder approach to design and construction shows a unique work ethic that has imparted a 
hand-crafted quality to his buildings. 

Laurie Baker’s works have largely remain undocumented. The Laurie Baker Centre for Habitat Studies (LBC) - an 
organisation formed after his demise, for disseminating his philosophy and approach to architecture - has undertaken to 
document his works, with the help of the Centre of Science and Technology for Rural Development (COSTFORD). 


Mere documenting of the architectural features of the buildings would not do justice to its architecture in the broadest 
sense - the physical, social, economic and personal forces that went into shaping the buildings. He designed and constructed 
his buildings; seeing a building through all its stages from conceiving the design, to building it and even beyond; he often 


retained a lifelong bond with his clients especially those for whom he designed homes. 


‘This book, the first in the Laurie Baker homes documentation endeavour, documents five homes designed and constructed 
by Laurie Baker. It includes technical drawings of the buildings, photographs and brief descriptions of the architecture, 
Equally importantly, it includes the people he designed for — his interactions with them during the co-creation of their 


homes, how he accommodated their hopes and dreams, and as many have stated, his lifelong Influence on them 


This book attempts to share the architecture, the man behind the architecture and the voices of the peaple he designed and 
built for, 


LAURIE BAKER (1917 - 2007) 


Laurence Wilfred Baker is an architect widely known for his cost-effective design and 
construction, and his advocacy for housing for the poor. He was born and brought up in 
Birmingham, England where he completed his architectural education at the Birmingham 
School of Architecture. 


The World War II found him, a conscientious objector, serving on the battlefield as a member 
of the ambulance unit. In 1941, he went to China where he lived and worked among leprosy 
patients in remote colonies for four years. While on his way back to England during the wait 
for his ship at Bombay (now Mumbai), he had the opportunity to meet M K Gandhi. This 
meeting was a turning point in his life, particularly Gandhiji’s observation that ideally buildings 
must be built with materials sourced within five miles, Baker soon returned to India as an 
architect for the Mission to Lepers. However, his simple way of living and working caused him 
to opt to work with Dr, Chandy in Faizabad, It was while working there that he met the doctor’s 
sister Elizabeth who later became his wife. Their honeymoon trip to the Himalayas ended up 
becoming a 16-year stay in remote Pithoragarh when the local people discovered that Mrs. 
Baker was a doctor. With his previous paramedical training, he supported her work and when 


necessary built buildings. These were the beginnings of his signature sustainable approach. 


The Bakers moved to Wagamon, Kerala in 1963, ance again choosing to work in a remote rural 
area. They carried on working for the poor and needy as they did earlier with Baker supporting 
his wife’s medical work. He continued building adapting to the local conditions and materials. 
Their last move was to Trivandrum (now Thiruvananthapuram) in 1969 where they settled 
down. It was then that Laurie Baker’s architectural work came to the fore, as there was a 


greater demand for his approach to construction. 


His philosophy was primarily dictated by two factors: his affiliation 
for Quaker principles and Gandhian ideal for construction, both 

of which stressed on simplicity, honesty and compassion for those 
less fortunate, His concept of cost-effectiveness embraced the 

larger picture with his view decisions taken while constructing a 
single building has social, economic and environmental impacts at 
national and global levels. This meant avoiding the use of energy- 
intensive materials, optimum use of locally available materials and 
construction techniques employing local labour. He incorporated 
traditional practices making his buildings climate- and environment: 
friendly. He tirelessly spoke on behalf of the poor, about the 
exponentially increasing need for shelter for economically weaker 
sections and the role of decision makers, institutions and even 
individuals in tackling this appalling situation. His concepts like core 
housing, participatory housing, per capita design and community- 
based slum redevelopment indicated a deep grasp of the housing 
needs of the masses. 

Laurie Baker passed away in 2007 leaving behind a body of work 
demonstrating a work ethic and philosophy that went beyond 
designing and construction to an integrated worldview that included 


environment and people in a sustainable coexistence. 


Photos of Laurie Baker; Courtesy - Keith Saldanha 
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GF -Ground Floor; FE- First Floor, SE Se 
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THE FIVE HOUSES 


‘The five houses documented in this book were built in the 90s, in and near Thiruvananthapuram city, the capital of the southem state of Kerala in 
India. Thiruvananthapuram has warm humid tropical climate, with south-west and north-east monsoon rains. The houses are all designed and built 
under Laurie Baker’s personal supervision, None of them have the conventional rectilinear spatial configuration or distribution of rooms. They 


have unconventional circulation patterns, either in their layout or by use. 


‘The houses are all independent houses with compound walls on all sides of the plot. Except one house which is located in a large plot in a rural 
area, the rest are located in plotted residential areas in quiet neighbourhoods. off main roads and accessed from cul-de-sacs. They share a visual 
quality common to the architeci’s constructions in Kerala partly due to his use of materials. The exterior and most of the interior walls are of 


exposed country-bumit brick. All te upper floor slabs and roof slabs are mace of concrete filler slabs, The filler material is 5th quality Mangalore 


pattern roofing tiles normally rejected for tiled roofs and have mostly been left exposed. The topmost roofs of all the houses are mostly pitched 
roofs, except where used as terraces or as service areas for water tanks. The floors are either made of red cement oxide finish, terracotta tiles or 
terrazzo, 


‘The interiors of all the houses were noticeably cooler than the ambient temperature and there was perceptible movement of breeze through them. 


The clients were middle-income families who approached Laurie Baker to build their houses within limited budgets. They include an artist, home- 
maker, teacher, dancer, civil servant, economists, academicians and librarians, and their children. Three of the clients had previously worked and 
lived in a Laurie Baker campus, the Centre for Development Studies, Thiruvananthapuram. This strongly influenced them and their children in 


opting for Laurie Baker home. 


The 


that the architect addressed through his construction practices were the main reasons that the clients stated for choosing to opt for a Laurie Baker 


cost-effective construction, climate-responsiveness and the aesthetic appeal of the buildings, and the larger environmental and social issues 


house. 


The quotes in this book are excerpted and paraphrased for brevity and clasity- and where necessary translated to English - from interviews conducted and 
written accounts collected between the years 2016 and 2019, The documentation of the buildings took place in parallel, 


Local words of common usage 


sand Floor FAR Floor Ares Ratio val Hindi word for perforated construction in brick walls 
Centre of Science and Technology For Rural Develapment Jhule Hindi word for swing 
Laurie Baker Centre for Habitat Studies Sitout A transition space where one can sit, similar to but not as elongatedas a veranda 


Centre for Development Studies, Thiruvananthapuram Car porch Roofed area where car is parked, usually not walled on at least two sides 


Sheila & 
George House 


Clients’ R. George, Sheila George, daughter Haritha 


Year of construction: 1990 

Location: Kowdiar, 
Thiruvananthapuran 

Total floor area: 198 m? 

No. of floors: 3 

Piot area: 271m? 

FAR: 073 

Coverage 30% 


Spaces; Living room, dining room, kitchen, three 
bedrooms, sttidio, two toilet, car porch and at least 
one sitout/veranda/open terrace on each floor. 


Exterior view - Front yard 
George - The house is placed to a 
side; so there is privacy. We don't 
‘ook into another's house when we 
open the doors or windows. They 
too get some green open space 
and privacy. | have always felt that 
the larger picture invariably comes 
into Baker's reasoning. 


> Exterior wall 


Protected by overhangs, the bare 
brick walls belie their age 


he house is located in a level, nearly square plot; one side abuis a golf course 
c it has a lane running along two sides. The house is set to a corner of the plot 
away from the lane and close to the boundary wall of the golf course. This high wall 
imparts a sheltered feel to the path to the front door which is tucked away to the side 
of the house, hidden from direct view until one reaches the entrance sitout. The three- 
storey design limits the built footprint. The trees in the remaining open space creates 
an oasis-like feel in an otherwise densely built-up residential neighbourhood. 


‘There isa dining room, kitchen, a bedroom, a toilet cum bath, a sitout and a foyer on 
the ground floor, A jali wall placed along the staircase prevents direct view into the 


dining room from the front door, thus maintaining privacy frum the casual yaze. It is 
not noticeable that the kitchen yard adjoins the main entry area. This is hidden by a! 
curved jali wall which stops short of the compound wall providing a rear access to 


the house through the work area. ole 


Scale 1:150 


Ground Floor : 
Plan - 80 m? 
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3900 Entiy|Yard 


Ina notable departute from conventional 
design, the living room, which usually 
doubles as a drawing room, is on an upper 
level and accessed by the staircase in the 
dining room. Placed over the car porch and 
accessed from the staircase landing, the 
living room overlooks the golf course. It 

is well ventilated and shaded, with a view 
of greenery from bay windows on opposite 
sides, There is a striking contrast in the 
intimate ambience of the sitout at the front 
door and the openness of the living room 
almost immediately above it. 


There are two bedrooms, a toilet cum bath 
and a small terrace on the first floor. A smal! 
nook adjacent to the landing on this floor 
serves as unexpected lounging space. The 
windows in the bedrooms are angled, sized 
and placed so as to maximise ventilation and 
privacy. 

The studio for George who is an artist, writer 
and poet is on the second floor. ft has an 
open terrace on one side overlooking the golf 
course and veranda on the other from which 
the distant Agasthyarkoodam hills could be 


seen. 


The house is compact, with a constant flow 
of breeze through the jalis, surrounded by 
greenery and offers views to the outside 
while maintaining privacy. 
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First Floor Plan - 74 m* 
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Second Floor Plan - 44 m? 
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Sanction drawing - by Laurie Baker 
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4Sketch for discussion - 
by Laurie Baker 
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Path to front door 


héiree caRopy.and high compound 
Wall of the golf 
feel of having 
a.calm shi 


Sitout at entry 


George - That small space is open < 
as intimate It 1s not easy to get sp 


SUally sit-there Wher lisien to music. | 
Inds very nice in thet place 


4Patterned openings 
Jali across the staircase lanciing; plenty of unhindered light and 
ventilation with adequate protection and privacy. 


Second Floor Veranda 


George - Baker tald me he placed the veranda on this side as he 
was certain at this height the distant Agasthyarkoodam would be 
seen. It was a lovely view - when the clouds moved, It rained or in 

the sunlight. We look out and see the greenery and the sky. 


‘A Dining room 


The staircase leading up to the living room. The 
room from the front door, thus maintaining privacy from the casual gaze decorative jali wall prevents a direct view into the 


dining room while allowing the Row of breeze 


A jali wall placed along the staircase prevents direct view into the dining 
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The nook on the first floor 


George -it is a place w wu can sit very comfortably. If you just sit, 
it may be considered odd by some but | have always considered it as 


4 Second floor Studio 


George - This is a place where | can paint, read and write in peace. It's 
quiet and coo! and there is always breeze flowing through. 


Haritha - There is a feeling of openness here, 
There is privacy from outside — no one sees 
us unless they are particulary looking. The 
sounds fram the rest of the house does not 
reach here either. It is so peaceful. 


George - Baker explained the benefits of taking the living 
room upstairs and added that if it is a person who can be 
let into our home, he can be allowed ta move freely within 
the house’ there is no need for any particular inhibitions. 
Others, we can stop them at the doorsteo. 


P Living room — bay window & 
Living room bay winiow overlooking the golf 
course 


Haritha - That's my favourite place. | could iy 
read, study, watch the birds in the trees even a 
speak tothe neighbours ffl wanted to, There 

was always breeze. | was very happy there ye 


A First floor bedroom Bonding pattern 


Pivoting light hangers made of used woud. Bricks protruding frorn the wall at corners a decorative, construction 
detail that avoids breaking of bricks. 
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George - The space constraints, our budget and the people 
who would be staying here - my wife, daughter, parents and 

| were taken into account. Other than that, there were no 
suggestions on my part on any design element. We spent a lot 
of time talking on wide-ranging topies. It is probably from such 
dialogues that he understood about my life and came up with 
the design for our house, | doubt whether any architect would 
spend so much time with a client before designing 


Beyond constructed space, there is a very strong creative 
element in Baker's works. It is that creative element which 
makes me comfortable; it keeps me rooted here. | enjoy all the 
spaces. | enjoy being at home. 


Sheila - It was after a series of interviews that the design was 
prepared. He would not agree to doing designs in a hurry. 


When | go out and return, itis so calm, coal and green. | feel at 
peace here. 


Haritha - | was very young when the construction was going. He 
used to be very protective whenever | came ta the site; he used 
to pamper me. 

| love all the spaces in this house. | used to run up and down the 
house to all these places several times a day. 


‘mal entrance to tt 
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Sosamma & 
John House 


Clients: John Kurien, Sosamma Kurien and their 
sons: Amit, Anand and Ashwin, 


Year of construction: 1990 


Location Pongummoodu, 
Thicuvananthaouram. 


Total floor area 199 me 
No. of floors: 2 

Plot area: 4468 
FAR: 0.45 
Coverage: 32% 


Spaces’ Living areas, dining area, kitchen and 
ancillary areas, four bedrooms, four toilets, a car 
porch, a sit out and two terraces. 


Extension: A living room on first floor terrace 
(2000) 


A. The informal entry which is most 
used by the family is accessed 
through the car porch 


lhe two-storied house is located at the end of a cul-de- 
5) oe ‘The plot is an elongated one gently sloping down 
from the gate to the farthest end. It is here that the sitout 
at the formal entry to the house is Iocated. At the time of 
construction, it overlooked an expanse of paddy fields at a 
lower level. Over the years, this has changed to residential 


development. 


John - After a visit to the house, a litle nephew cf mine later 
quetied her father, ‘Appa, Johny Uncle is rather poor, no?” 
On being asked how he came to this conclus‘on, he replied, 
“He has not plastered or white-washed the walls, Maybe he 
had no money?” 


Once an executive of ¢ famous flat construction company in 
Kerala came to canvass me to buy a flat. 

On entering the house, he suddenly stood still, locked a bit 
‘stunned and asked with amazement writ |arge: “Sir, what is 
this?” > 

“My horne”, | replied. * 

“But | have never seen anything like this! So cool, no square 
corners, 89 rural, so beautiful! May | see the whole house?!” 
he requested 

After the 20-minute tour he almost forget what he had come 
for! But he admitted to realising that all residential space 
need not be square-shaped and low roofed! 


> View from the gate 
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Site Plan 
Scale 1:400 


Section 


0 j 


Tetrace 
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First Floor Plan - 58 m* 


Ground Floor Plan - 141 m? 


Living 
Room 2 


The ground floor has a sitout, living and dining areas, 


two bedrooms, a kitchen, three toilet cum baths and a 


car porch. Its design accommodates the slope of the site 
by having three levels. The living area and sitout are at 


the lowest level; the dining area, kitchen and a bedroom 


on the next level; and, the secand bedroom and the 
ancillary areas of the kitchen at the highest level. ‘The 
informal entry to the house is accessed through the car 
porch and one reaches a passageway through the kitchen. 
The passageway leads to the dining, area and the two 


bedrooms. 


This arrangement also provides privacy to the bedrooms. 
A hatch between the dining area and kitchen affords 
visual connect and interaction, 'The television on the 
lower living area level can be seen from the kitchen. The 
two steps between the kitchen and the work area acts 


ag an informal seat. The stairs leading from the dining 


area to the first floor also act as informal seats. The area 
below the stairs incorporates built-in shelves for the 


adjoining bedroom. 


The first floor has two bedrooms, a toilet cum bath and 
two terraces, ‘The first floor living room was built later 
One bedroom upstairs was intended as a study. However, 
the ground floor bedroom was used as the study and the 
first floor became the domain of their sons. 


4 Railing detail - sketch by Laurie Baker 
“This uses up all the wood & it gives only small holes (& so v little light on the stairs 
(This calls for no extra work an the existing metal rods.) 

(This means rather a lot of finnicky dusting work)" 


Railing built as per the detail 
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Sanction drawing - by Laurie Baker 
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4 Sitout at the front door 


The three tal! arches impart a 
sense of spaciousness. 


John- Mr Baker would visit the site at ma. 
least twice a week His practice was to 
charge a fee of a head mason's daily Pa 
wage for each visit 


Mr, Baker had always talked ebout 
family spending most of its quality time 
in and arcund the kitenen and the dining 
roam. He was spot on about this 


Anand - | grew up around Laurie Baker 
buildings — the CDS campus, my home, 
my patenis' colleagues’ homes. But | 
really understood the genius and depth 
of Mr Baker and the philosophy behind 
his construction only after | |eft home. 
Nothing matched up to those standards. 
| was too young when the house wes 
being bullt to interact with Mr Baker but 
his influence still runs strong in my life 


> View through living area to 
dining area 

While visually part of a free 
flowing larger space, the areas are 
separated by a level difference. } 


4Dining area with hatch to kitchen 
Sosamma - The hatch is very convenient for 
me. | can hear and see what is happening at 
the dining table. | can even peep and see the 
television on the lower level. 


John - When the kitchen and store slabs were 
being laid, he informed us, He even changed 
the interior |ayout of the kitchen and store 
following this discussion at the site. 


Our toilets are not spacious. ("Do you spend 
more than 10-15 minutes of your day there’, 
Baker would ask?) However, we have realised 
that they are adequate for the purpose. 


& Dining area 

John - When we pointed out that our 

dining table was 5’ in diameter and not 4%" 

a quick and innovative adjustment was 

made by widening the area, and curving 

and shortening the length of the steps to 
the living area 


4View from dining towards living area 


Sosamma - My favourite sitting places are 
ihe steps which separate the different levels. 


John - During construction, the mason had difficulty in building 
the spiral steps to the first floor Mr. Baker then turned head 
mason! In the har sun, he laid the first threa or four steps before 
handing over the task to the mason who by then understocd the 
nuances. 


> View from first floor landing down 
the stairs to living room | 


Sosamma - One thing | greatly appreciated about Mr. Baker was 
that he consulted me in detail about the layout for the kitchen. 
He was also willing to make changes during the construction 
‘Asa result, | enjoy the work space and the cupboards. | elso like 
the quaintly tucked-in wash basin in the dining room which is 

so cleverly hidden from obvious view. It is these little surprises 
which make Baker's hames so special. 


The idea of an entrance to the hause frorn the car porch via the 
kitchen, for family use, keeps the main entrance clean and nol 
cluliered with footwear stands and dusty doormats. 


|am sure there is only one house in the world with these designs 
end features 


® Sosamma - There's a chair in the kitchen. Sometimes | take fF 
the newspeper and read it there. Depends on my mood but it's 
mainly because of the light, breeze and the coolness. 
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John - It is a peaceful abode. Unique. With great 
character and the remarkable signature of the artist 
Baker. 


The ternpereture difference you feel on entering the 
house is the most tangible experience. 


AHigh tribute to an architect 
Photograph in the living room — 
John (left) and the two persons 
who had a lifelong influence on 


him — Laurie Baker and 
Dr. K. N. Raj, eminent economist. 


‘& Upper level bedroom window opening into sitout 


Sosamma - When somebody is at the front door, we need not always go down; we can 
peep from here itself. They just don't notice. They car't see into the bedroom either. 


4Detail on outer wall 


Sosamma - The arrangement keeps the house constantly ventilated even if it is 
closed for months. Breeze enters through here and the upstairs jali work, 


jew from the gate. 


Padma & 
Subrahmanian PR ccs 
he two- storeyed house is located in a densely built-up residential 


House area, The plot slopes gently downwarus towards the rear boundary 


where the roof of the temple at a lower level can be seen. Alterations to 


the house were made after 13 years. 


Clients: KK Subrahmanian, Padma Subrahmanian, 
Son Kamalesh and daughter Dioti. 


Year of construction: 1990 

Location: Ulloor, 
Thiruvananthapuram 

Total floor area 24) me 

No. of floors: 2 

Plot area 492m? 

FAR 0.49 

Coverage: 29% 


Spaces: Living room, dining room, kitchen, pantry 
three bedrooms, study, three toilets, two sitouts and 
a terrace on two levels, car porch, 


Conversion: Car porch to guest room with 
toilet and sitout (2003) 

Extension: Multipurpose room and sitout 
over existing car porch and new: 
car porch respectively (2003). 


> Sitout at entry 
Padma - My husband arid | would sit and drink tea 


inthe mornings. Children will be there. This was 
our best discussion and chatting area 


Dipti - My Dad liked sitting there. He could see 
people come and go. So we too would join him. We 
used to enjoy those times. 


‘There is a sitout at the entry with built-in sears on 
either side of the front door that opens into a foyer, 
The living room, kitchen, bedroom, front sitout and 
stairs to the upper floor lead from the foyer. This 
arrangement makes all these areas easily accessible, 
‘The entry sitout, the foyer, living room and rear 
sitout are located on a linear axis that runs through 
the centre of the house, This allows a perceptible 
current of air through the house when the doors are 
open. 


The upper levels were redesigned as a separate unit. 
‘The existing car porch terrace was converted to a 
multipurpose room with living area, dining area and 
kitchenette. The two bedrooms on the first floor and a 
sitout that came above the new car porch formed the 
rest of the unit. The existing car porch was converted 
to a guest bedroom with its own toilet and sitout so 
as to have an additional bedroom for the lower unit. 
A door on the staircase separates the two units. 


» Before and after the extension 


The living room is seven-sided with semi-circular arches on two 
sides — to dining room and foyer ~ and a partially glazed door 
opening out into the rear sitout on a third. This room does not 
have any windows. There is an arched skylight on its roof that 
also acts as a ventilating element. The kitchen is accessed by a 
door from the foyer. It has a peninsula counter which separates 
the working area from a seating area. A long and narrow pantry 
leads to the dining room. The rear sitout has built-in seats and 

a Tange swing and acts as an informal living area; it has privacy 


from any intrusive gaze. 


The rooms on the first floor are arranged in an arch around the 
terrace over the living room. There are two bedrooms, one near 
the landing with its attached toilet and the other at the end of 

a curved corridor. There is a (oilet alongside the corridor. The 
terrace has two levels with the skylight on the upper level; the 
lower level of the terrace is the roof of the rear sitout and the 
dining room . ‘The door to the earlier front terrace now opens 
out into the multipurpose room of the extension. The spatial 
arrangement of the rooms and their shapes are unconventional. 


The interior of the house is noticeably cooler, 


Tenace 


Toilet 


Sitout 4 


Dining 


Ground Floor Plan - 1 


First Floor Plan - 99 i 
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Kamalesh - | was primarily influenced by Centre for Development 
Studies campus built by Baker where we lived in the quarters. It 
was the epitome of Baker's sort of collage of all these different 
architectural forms. The buildings did not have the oppress ve heat 
and all the things you associate with a ‘matchbox’ house. Living 
with the architecture there, understanding and really appreciating 
what is it to live in a Baker house, | think that’s primarily the thing 
that drove a lot of our thoughts of recreating that over here ina 
way. We wanted to make sure that we have access to light, air, 
wind. 


After Baker set out the basic outline, we spent a lot of time as a 
family figuring out what he would do next. The angles are kind of 
weird. So we were forced to think of what sort of furniture would 
fit there; what's the best way to use that space? It was always a 
guessing game for us. It was very intellectually challenging for us 
‘to see how we would use this space. When we talked to him, he 
would give input on those things 


| would pick up little pieces of chalk that the architect used in his 
work on site. He was so kind, very appreciative of the fact that | 
was saving this for him, because it was not wasted. Just like he 
wouldn't waste cement or other building materials. I distinctly 
remember hint (haniking te for itand using he pieces of chalk. 


» Padma -|enjoy talkingto 

people, having them over. We sit 

in the living room or in the sitouts 
and chat. 


Kamalesh - We asa family come 
together at this central place. We 
sit, talk. Leven sleep here, 


> Swing in rear sitout 
Padma - | can see all the way to the gate when | sit here. | leave 
the doors open and there is always breeze flowing through 
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Padma - | always wanted a jhula, So we had one in the rear sitout. 
Dipti - If anyone come: ie nybody, they sit there and chat ... This is 
also kind of a i nd watching any neighbours came in and out 


View from front door. The skylight in living 
room can also be seen 

Kamalesh - As | enter the house, this full shotgun 
view from the front door all the way back and out 
caver the temple makes me feel et home. 


Padma - So many people when they enter the 
living room, they ask, “Why is it so cool? Is there 
an AC? Bul there is no AC. That is the biggest 
beauty of this house. Everyone who enters 
comments on how coal it is: 


> View to living room from dining room 

Dipti - Every room in this house is odd shaped 
It's a strange house that way but it never put us 
off. We just thought it was very exciting, It was 
always new ideas, never static. 


nd dining rooms 
nected by an arch 


‘View down the stairway 


>The door connecting the extension to the main house 


¥ First floor bedroom 


Kamalesh - | always used to help my Mom with cooking 
and cutting vegetables and doing all that and Baker took 
‘that to heart. This tongue sort of thing in the middle of the 
kitchen, he drew it. Not on paper. He literally just came and 
took 2 stick and drew it on the floor. Because it was that 
simple for hin to understand what we wanted and make 
changes on site. 


> Padma - | ned several requirements for the 
-kitchen. It must be near drawing room and 
the front door; | must see the gate, Otherwise " 
too much running around. Also, | didn’t want 
to cook facing the wall. All my requirements 
were taken care of by Baker. 


love the island kitchen. My husband could 
sit near me. | would cook; he would cut the 
vegetables. | would make hot food, and give 
him and the children .. We didn't use the 
dining room at all 


Dipti - This kitchen is nice and cosy. You want 
food, you want to talk about anything, any 
issues at school, you can sit and talk there. 


BS ee 
Roof of skylight rising into the terrace 
Dipti it was closed and it was very private. So if you had chat 
with friends, that was the place to go. 


View through pantry to dining area 
Dipti - | love the pantry. | used to get very involved in putting 
the pictures up, deciding what will go where, changing 
things around. 
| could use the pantry to bypass the living room when my 
parents’ guests were there. 


4First floor 
The corridor leads past the door to terrace, to the bedroom hidden 
from direct view. 
Dipti - My bedroorn wes in the comer and | chase it because | 
wanted mare privacy. 


Extension over old car porch 
Terrace now a multi-purpose room with living, 
dining and kitchenette, 


errr 


4View of dining room from living room 
A decorative arch between wincow seats. 


¥ Cost effective solution 


Left over glass from making window 
panes used as tiles on toilet walls, 
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Shobhana & 
Kannan House 


Clients: K, P Kannan, Shobha Kannan, son Dileep 
and daughter Divya. 


Year of construction 1991 

Location Ulloor, 
Thiruvananthapuram 

Total floor area 255 m? 

No, of floors. 3 

Plot area: 407m? 

FAR: 0.64 

Coverage: 27% 


Spaces: ving area, dining area, kitchen, three bedrooms, two 
toilets, car porch and at least one sit out/veranda/open terrace on 
each floor. 


Extension: Work Area (2009), Car poreh (2075). 
Conversion: Existing car porch to sitout (2075). 


Additions: MP tiled roofs over mild steel structure have been added 
to the sitout and terrace on the second floor (2009) 


A pivoted, piece of 
wood covers the slit f the | 
i in jeter box: 


Exterior view of first floor veranda 
Curved parapet wall with jalis acids an aesthetic element and 
complements the semi-circular arches along the veranda 
Detail above the arches: The zigzay patiern of bricks 
‘supporting the iwo upper courses — A decorative drip course. 


Ihe three-storey house is located in a plot ina cul-de-sac. A lane runs along wo 
of its sides. It is set in the middle of the plot along its length, The car porch of 
the house has now been converted to a sitout. A side entry also leads to this area. 


» Balcony on first floor 


Jall in parapet, The curved pattern adds to its structural stability 
and forms a decorative element 


Site Plan 
Scale 1:400 


he front door opens into a foyer. The hexagonal living area is located 
past the dining area, and is separated [rom it and the foyer by semi- 
circular arches, There is a small open arch between the dining and 

the kitchen. To one side of the foyer, a compact and unusual angled 
arrangement provides access to a bedroom, a tiny sitout that opens out 


into the rear, and the stairs to the first floor. 


Section 


Scale 1:150 


am 1 


Elevation 


On the first floor, there are two bedrooms and 
a common toilet cum bath along a corridor. 
The end of the corridor opens out into a wide 
veranda that runs along two sides of the house 
on the north. This well-shaded area with views 
on one side over the front lawn is also an 

area for informally entertaining guests. The 
bedrooms are polygonal in shape; shelves are 
accommodated in the acute corners. 


On the second floor is the study with a sitout 
with built-in seats on one side with terraces 


Becroom 


Ground Floor Plan - 109 m? 


on the other sides. Parts of this have been 
shaded with tiled roofs. The sitout affords 


exterior views without affecting privacy. 


The house is cool and there is palpable 
movement of breeze through it. The design 
of the spaces on the ground floor contrasts 
with the simpler geometric spaces on the 
upper floors. The number of verandas 

and sitouts points to the architect's 
understanding of the needs of a family even 
while working within a limited budget. 


First Floor Plan - 87 m 


Second Floor Plan - 59 i 
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A Living area - wide windows 
Shobhana - | sit in my favourite 
gree 


air so that 
ne 


4 View from the foyer 


The arches marking the entry into the livin a (left) and the dining area (right) 
Dileep - It's just the pillar and three arches in between. The , the living area 
and the dining area felt like an extens 


Arch between kitchen and dining area 
Dileep - That was our communication portal. 


Divya - Growing up, talking to Mother meant sitting et the dining table 
and talking to her across [he counter. 


Dileep - Everything thai we do as a family, all the conversations hapsen 
there in that combined space. Even the kitchen was a part of it. All 

the emotional drama, happiness, laughing loudly, poking fun, a bit of 
arguing, a bit of irrtating, all that stuff happens there 


YY View towards side sitout on ground floor 


Itaffords a place of repose and interaction 
with the neighbours. 


Shobhana - Mr. Baker picked me up one day and we went off to do 
the setting out of the house. 


An acquaintance, assuming that we had financial issues, once 
prayed for us to be able to plaster the walls soon. | have heard that 
the same thing has happened to the Bakers 


> Sanction drawing - by Laurie Baker 
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Shobhana - Mr. Baker picked me up one day and we went off to do 
the setting out of the house. 


An acquaintance, assuming that we had financial issues, once 
prayed for us to be able to plaster the walls soon. | have heard that 
the same thing has happened to the Bakers 


> Sanction drawing - by Laurie Baker 
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4 Side sitout 
A tiny triangular area carved out [rom adjoining spaces. 


Kannan - |nitially, there was a design option for a two-storied house. But 
when | told Baker that | wanted a bigger front yard for the children to play, he 
immediately changed the design which not only gave more area around the 
house but also a very quiet study on the top floor. 


Approach from side entry > The car porch now converted 
Arched niche near front door. to a large entry sitout 


Roof of stairwell 


Dileep - The house is always cool. It might be hot and sweltering 
cutside but not inside. There's always a cool breeze floating 
through anc there is cross ventilation all the time. You notice the 
difference between how it is to live here versus your friends’ place, 
or your relatives' places, where the construction is not similar 


More than the functional spaces, it is about the open spaces. It's 
not just me. My family, they've all got their own private spaces 
where they sit down and think or have a cup of tea and look into 
‘the distance. 


Shobhana - There ‘s always breeze here. | enjay it 


> First floor veranda 


The long wide veranda along the north side of the house is shaded 
through most of the day. 


Dileep — This space ticks the privacy box for me. Any animated 
conversations here stays private. 


YY The'study. The sitout with built-in seats is seen to the right 
Kannan - When |am here, | arn in a different world; | use my time more effectively. 


Shobhana -| sing or listen to music here at night. 


Detail of bamboo roof of the 
car porch 


PANE 


ee 


4Sitout at second floor 

Dileep - That was my 
introspection space. 

Divya - Here | just see the 
greenery and the sky. | enjoy 
sitting here and watching the rains. 


4Jali along the stairs 


Wiew of the hduse-fromthe gate, 
gfabdakedgine 
ee yielaneeat 
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Geetha & 
Narayanan House 


Clients: R Narayanan, Geetha Narayanan and 


daughter Karthika 
Year of construction: 1990 
Location: Vellayani, 
Thinuvananthapuram 
Total floor area: 171m 
No. of floors: 2 
Plot area 5,900 im? 
FAR 0.03 
Ground coverage: 23% 


Spaces: Living cum dining room, kitchen, iwo 
bedrooms, two toilets, a sitoui, deck, study and a car 
porch 


he house is located in a large plot in a rural area 
To ‘Thiravananthapuram city. It slopes down 
towards and overlooks the Vellayani lake, It was a traditional 
bare piece of land. Following Baker’s advice, this 
plot is now a verdant landscape and a testament to 
natural farming, The house is two-stonied with the 
slope used to accommodate the car porch helow part 


of the living cum dining room. 

Opposite the approach, there is brick wall with a 
door, flanked by wooden sculptures accommodated in 
niches, This arrangement is a decorative element that 
also screens the kitchen yard. 


Entry sitout 


There is circular sitout at the entry to the 
house. It has two curved built-in seats 
opposite each other. The living cum dining 
room has a semi-circular alcove which 
functions as a study area. The unplastered 
interior walls have been painted over. This 
room has a bay window and a window seat, 
and it opens out into a deck wath a view to 


the lake. 


An arch in the living room opens into a 


passageway that leads to the two bedrooms, 
Lower Groud 


kitchen, a toflet and the stairs to the first 
Floor Plan 


floor. The toilet can be accessed from both 
bedroams. One bedroom initially had a 
sitout, which was converted to an enclosed 4 


room to use as a utility/telephone room, 


g Vellayani Lake 


ia 8 | Site Plan 


Seale 1:800 


Section 
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The first floor has a living area, a stadysarea and a 
toilet, The family living area argearch with 
a built-in seat that overloo| ing cum dining 
room. A large irregular pyramidal roof spans the 
entire house. It is punctured with de 
into the slope of the roof is, 


small arch opening into th 
room below. . There is a tiny terra 
from the living area that looks toward the lake. 


Scale 1:150 


First Floor Plan - 37 m? 


acious with free~ 


‘onnected common 
he | areas, witfiewsto the surrounding 


greenery and lake, It is cool and has 


reeze flowing through the house. 


ROAD. 


Elevation 
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The double-height living cum dining room 


The cormer in the sloping roof \s positioned 
Opposite the living area on the first floor and 


allowing views out through it Geetha - Baker told us that the bricks were made by poor pecple and 
carried the imprint of their hands; that we were helping poo people by 
buying them 


Baker knew we loved entertaining quests. That's why he designed this 
big area with the sitout linking with the living, dining and the deck. People 
upstairs could still join in on the canversations through the balcony. 
“4Geetha - The bricks in the balcony were 
done by Baker's own hands, which is why 
we did not paint it over. Anyone up there 
could also be part of conversations below. 


Baker made the shelves and slabs with leftover construction material, 
Nearly 30 years naw anc they are still 2s good as new. 
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4The study alcove off the living cum dining room 


Geetha - Anything that is deer to you, anything thal you value, ne 
would make a special place for it. Like this curved area for my father's 


table. 


Narayanan - Here, it is one |arge space; even upstairs is 
part of it. The breeze, the spaciousness, the environment. 
I love being here 


Y The double height living cum dining room 


Geetha - Baker said he would build a house for us for ane 
lakh, When | told my friends that they asked me if | was 


going to build a cowshed! 


There is a tiny terrace that steps up 
from the living area that looks toward 
the jake. 
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“Uncle Baker’ , as 1 called him built three houses for my parents. The 
first was for my parents, which unfortunately was sold Later; the second was 
for my grandmother; this house is the third one. 


We called that first house the mango house, And once the house was built, my 
favorite spot was the top of the steep, narrow secret staircase that led to the 
dance floor that was built for my mother. By the time | was seven years old, | 
had imbibed Uncle Baker's philosophy of customizing spaces for his client’s 
individual needs, to think out of the box, to preserve nature and tradition, and 


to allow ample room for humor and whimsy. 


My mother was a cancer. So instead of having a living room that was level, he 
built it on a split level so that she could perform to select audience. The entire 
house was built in the shape of a spiraling curve, going along with the land’s 
slope. Instead of designing square and rectangular shaped rooms, spaces were 
carved out within this giant curving mango. An inner courtyard preserved 

a coconut tree that happened to be growing there, and my mother’s love of 

all things antique was encouraged by incorporating giant teakwood pillars 
carved with exquisite Hindu gods and goddesses, salvaged from an ancestral 
home. Secret spaces with vertical windows, split levels with cool black floors 
reminiscent of Kerala's palaces, open kitchen that encouraged informality, 
niches and brick lattices. It was an intensely inspiring house and experience, 


and I believe it was the best piece of architecture that he gave us. 


Soon after, he built the second house for my maternal grandmother and 


great grandmother. Once again, I saw how cleverly he worked out spaces taking 
into consideration each one’s needs; he built a seat around an indoor well, and 
incorporated salvaged wooden doors, pillars, and carvings. [marveled at how 
he had turned a door 90 degrees to convert it into a window, and how an inbuilt 
wooden platform cur seat doubled up as a storage space for coconuts, accessible 
from the back door. 


Later this became our new home. Every time our needs grew, he would come up 
with easy solutions, and add verandas and living spaces with in-built seats in a 
jiffy. On one such trip, my mother called him to tell him about a minor problem. 
He came over, in his habitual Khadi (hand-spun, hand woven cotton fabric) shirt 
with his loose pieces of paper tucked into his shirt pocket. Sketching in black 
pen with his left hand, he explained to us, that all we needed to do was to add a 


separate structure with an overlapping roof. 


With Uncle Baker, imagination became reality - seamlessly-no questions asked. I 
was lucky to stand beside him as he deftly laid bricks while incorporating unused 
parts of granite grinding stones into a sculpturesque sitout. 


When my parents found their dream plot opposite the Vellayani lake, Uncle Baker 
drew several plans. ‘There was no telling what changes he would make while the 
construction was going on. Finally what transpired was a typical Uncle Baker 
style house with irregular organic shaped spaces, wide arches, inbuilt seats and 

an informal breezy feel. Meanwhile, Uncle Baker had introduced us to Masanobu 
Fukuoka’s book, “The One Straw Revolution’ which my parents adopted in 


the land. He was way ahead of his time with his environmentally 


sustainable ideas. 


The house has his characteristic use of broken tiles, country-burnt 
bricks and salvaged windows. Finishes were kept simple - white wash 
and black cement floors. Wiring was always hidden in pipes, and 
lighting was made of carved wooden pieces that he would put together, 
And when a local sculptor made two gargoyles, niches were made to 
accommodate them. 


Creativity and awareness did not stop at architecture. It encompassed 


his life, Broken china and colored bottles were turned into mosaics and 
nature was embraced - green moss growing on brick, soft dust in the 
brick jalis, and large spider webs in nooks and comers were all part of 
his natural world. 


We admired his work for the poor. He and Aunty Baker were truly 


compassionate and generous. Best of all, he believed in the dignity of 
labour, So many times, I saw him pick up a trowel and slap on a little bit 
of mortar to lay a brick, or work with his carpenters or masons ‘making, 


imprompui adjustments on construction sites. 


Apart from my parents, Uncle Baker and his family have been the 
biggest influence in my life. Many of my life's decisions and choices 


have been influenced directly or indirectly by them. 


~ Karthika 


House for R Narayanan (1973) - Sketches by Leurie Boker 
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Brief construction specifications 


finish, except in the 
Kitchen and toilets 
where the walls are 
plastered and tiled. 
Interior wall faces 
have subsequently 
been painted in 
white. 


and red in a few 
areas, 


Foundation and — Superstructure Floor slabs Roof Wall finishes Floor Finishes Miscellaneous 
plinth 
Sheila and Spread, strip footing | Load bearing Exposed brick walls | Mostly cFterracotta | Plastered and painted 
George using random rubble | masonry walls using wil flish pointed | tiles andted oxide | soffits. 
masonry incement | country burnt bricks finish, exceptin the | cement flooring if @ | eyterioe paving of 
mortar. Recessed and cement mortar, kitchen and toilets | few areas. HeneAt Corersiainitn 
pointedfinisaon —_| in Flemish bond. where the walls are f 
patterns of embedded 
exposed surfaces, plastered and tiled, i 
: stone pieces: 
Cement plaster in 
a few areas where Wood wark using local 
splashing from country wood with 
pavement expected painted firish. 
Sosamma and Load bearing Exposed brick walls | Original : Terrazzo Plastered and painted 
John masonry wells using with flush pointed | of stone chips, red _| sottits. 
county burt bricks frdsheacent inthe [oxide onc cement. | Weod wark using loca 
See aa ‘ichen and tollels | | eter vitrified tiles. | country wood with 
n Rat-trap bond. where the walls are : 4 
painted firish 
plastered end tiled 
using glazed tiles 
and waste glass 
tiles, 
Padma and Terrazzo of stone 
‘Subrahmanian [ntéfaret ped chips, rec oxide and 
Tronspeay cement on Ground 
plastered and floor. Terracotta tiles 
FiatR.c.c filler | Pitched R.C.C filler | painted i 
slabs of 10cm slabs, with eave is eae) See te ceinie , 
thickness usin rojections, of soffits, with patterns of 
Shobhana and ol er Teel quality | Tomthickress | Exposed brick walls [Terrazo of stone filer blocks 
Spread, strip footing eh : a 
Kannan gnc andomrobble Mangalore pattern | using reject quality | With Tush pomed | fips. tec oxide ar! Wood wark using local 
a i terracotta Mangalore pattern | finish, excep cam ieee country wood with 
TESOnIDSCETTIEN Kitchen and toilets | floor. 
ee terracotta tiles e BS painted firish 
where the welis are . 
- : Terracotta tiles in 
Recessed pointed Plastered endtiled | ertance sitout. 
finish on exposed | | og with glazed tiles or 
surfaces ean ae finished with white | Red oxide cement 
aunty burt ics cement (Pavarty | flooring cn upper 
ema i finish) Interior of bed | floors. 
and cement mortar, 
aati bere. rooms plastered and 
painted 
Geetha and Exposed brick walls | Colouredcement _| Plastered and painted 
Narayanan with flush pointed —_ floor, with back oxide | soffits 


Exterior paving of 
random rusble work 
using local country 
wood with painted 
finish end salvaged 
wooden elements from 
demelished buildings 


ARCHITECTURAL 
‘DETAILS 


It is easier 
to build 
an arch 


on this 
from 
;coks written 
by Laurie Baker 
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Light 
fixtures 
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Window 
grill details 
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COSTFORD 


‘The Centre of Science and Technology for Rural Development, known as COSTFORD was 
established in 1985 to develop, demonstrate and disseminate alternatives to change the social, 
economic and political status of the poor, deprived and marginalised sections of the society. With its 
beginnings in micro-level planning and interventions at Panchayat level, COST'FORD launched its 
activities through a committed force of volunteers. COSTFORD’s activities range from technology- 
transfer for improved chulhas, total sanitation, cost-effective and environment-friendly buildings to 
public awareness campaigns, women's neighbourhood groups, skilling, legal services, publication, 
etc. Many innovative institutions such as Sthree Sakthi, Achutha Menon Centre at Thrissur, 
Pratheeksha Trust, Prathyasa Trust, etc. were formed and function under the aegis of COSTFORD, 


which engages in areas of women empowerment, research, publication, geriatric care, etc. 


108 


One thrust area is dissemination of sustainable alternatives to building technology. COSTFORD, 
has built a large number of projects of varied types such as residences, institutional buildings, 
government facilities, commercial and eco-restoration projects, ec. Keeping with contemporary 
demand, now COSTFORD uses unprocessed mud and renewable resources like bamboo and wood 
in its construction projects. It has won several accolades for its activities. 


Acknowledging the commendable work done by COSTFORD, the Government of Kerala has 
recognised it as an accredited agency to design and build using alternative materials and techniques 
for all its departments and agencies, Hundreds of architects and engineers have gained on-the- 

job training at COSTFORD and have become potential change-agents in the construction sector, 
following Laurie Baker’s approach. 


Laurie Baker Centre for Habitat Studies (LBC) 


The need for taking diverse methods to further 
Laurie Baker’s approach to architecture was strongly 
felt after his demise. LBC was created in 2009 by 
his friends, students and admirers to propagate his 
approach through research, extension, training, 
documentation, dissemination and networking. 


Established with the active support of COSTFORD, 
itis located 12 kms north of Thiruvananthapuram, it 
is the last campus by Laurie Baker. 


Short-term exposure programmes are conducted 
mainly for students of architecture throughout the 
year. Summer Schools of two weeks duration are 
also conducted for those who - irrespective of their 
academic background - are interested in studying 
the Laurie Baker approach. More than a thousand 
participants attend these programmes each year. 


LBC offers Laurie Baker Fellowship programmes to 
promote innovation in the field of sustainable habitat. 
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Books by 
Laurie Baker 


COSTFORD - 
LBC 
Publications 


Centre of Science and 
Technology for Rural 
Development 


Laurie Baker Centre 
for Hebitet Studies 
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